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physiological evidence to explain her findings, she identified
and explained the connection between breastfeeding, marital
fertility, and child spacing in pre-industrial England.

That lactating women are less likely to conceive had been
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women were well aware of the connection between breast-
feeding and fertility. During the twentieth century, however,
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physiologists who demanded concrete proof. Thus, scientific
opinion on the existence of this link fluctuated according to the
current state of research. It is only in the last few years that the
contraceptive effect of breastfeeding has been fully accepted.
Just 6 years ago it was possible for an eminent medical scientist,
when asked his opinion of the latest published evidence on
lactation and fertility, to state that he did not believe it because
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Introduction

Although an increasing amount of work is being published on
the lives of English women in the pre-industrial period, research
on their role as mothers remains at an early stage. Yet, as the
essays in this volume will show, the preparation for, and the
experience and the results of, motherhood were central to the
existence of women in all classes of society.

Patricia Crawford’s chapter introduces the concept of
maternity in the seventeenth century and outlines the
expectations and experience of being a mother. Despite the
patriarchal influences which shaped society’s ideas about
maternity, the role presented both problems and delights and,
for many women, was the most fundamental and rewarding
experience of their lives. She sets the scene for the chapters of
Linda Pollock and Adrian Wilson, which detail the experience
of pregnancy and the ritual of childbirth respectively.
Pregnancy could be a time of happy expectation, but also of
dread of the forthcoming confinement. It could progress
uneventfully but potential hazards, such as miscarriage, had to
be watched and prepared for. To varying extents, women had to
adapt their way of life to the biological demands of impending
motherhood. Childbirth itself was central to women’s lives.
Truly a rite of passage, it was a time for women alone. Although
apparently shaped by patriarchal ideology, childbirth was an
occasion for women to come together to form a support system,
both for the labouring woman and for the continuity of female
culture and social existence.

Once a woman became a mother her role had only just
begun. For many, child rearing occupied most, or all, of the
remaining years of their lives. How to discipline children was a
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Introduction

recurring problem, especially in Puritan families, and Robert
Schnucker’s chapter shows that attitudes towards childhood
discipline were relatively constant over time, and that discipline
was primarily regarded as the prerogative of the father.

In a period when it was relatively common for children to
lose one or both parents before reaching maturity, mothering
by surrogates, such as wet nurses, parish nurses, and other
caretakers, was an important feature of English society. Fiona
Newall reconstructs some of the families in a rural parish to
examine the socio-economic status of families who cared for
other people’s children, or whose own children were cared for
by others. She demonstrates that women who mothered parish
children were of lower status than women whom parents
employed to care for their offspring; but she also shows that the
view, based largely on French evidence, that foster mothering
resulted in a high mortality of infants does not appear to be true
for England. Valerie Fildes’s chapter carries forward this theme
by examining the children who were abandoned in London and
Westminster and were cared for by foster mothers employed by
parishes and institutions. Although frequently maligned, the
evidence that a large proportion of nurses murdered or
mistreated their infant charges is tenuous. Looking at
abandonment from the woman’s point of view, this chapter
shows that mothers who were forced to resort to this act were
not necessarily ‘unnatural’ or devoid of maternal feelings or
love for their children.

Mary Prior’s chapter uses the previously unexplored source
of poems of conjugal love to show changes in women’s view of
marriage and family. She echoes a recurring theme in this
volume, that patriarchal values shaped attitudes to marriage
and motherhood. Yet women did not submit passively to male
ideas of maternity. Being a mother was, and is, a continual
process; ever changing and constantly developing; subject to
influences from both family members and society. Each
pregnancy, each birth, and each child was different, and
needed to be handled as such within the accepted norms of
society, regardless of the status of the women.

It is hoped that these essays will serve only as an introduction
to how women faced and experienced their unique and central
role as mothers in pre-industrial England. Much more remains
to be discovered.

Valerie Fildes
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The construction and experience of
maternity in seventeenth-century
England

Patricia Crawford

I

The continuance of human society has always depended upon
woman’s ability to give birth: an obvious point, but one
frequently overlooked. Without woman'’s reproductive labour,
society would cease to exist. Since reproduction is essential, all
societies have an interest in controlling it. In no society known
to us are women allowed to give birth however and whenever
they choose. Because of women’s potential maternal function,
society has an interest in attempting to regulate female lives:
that is, a woman’s social existence is influenced by her maternal
potential, irrespective of whether or not she actually gives birth.
Motherhood is more than a social construct, however: it is part
of woman’s unique biological functioningH

Despite the importance of motherhood for women and for
human society, it attracted comparatively little interest from
historians until recently. There could be many reasons for this,
not least of which may be a separation between the ‘private’
world of women and children and the ‘public’ world of men.
Historians saw the lives of women and children as of little
historical importance or interest, and assumed that they
changed relatively little over time. Of course there was always
some interest in domestic life of the past, but more from
amateur historians and the reading public. However, the
development of social history in the twentieth century has
brought the mass of the population more into view. Social
historians writing of the family and childhood have focused
attention upon women’s roles as wives and mothers in the past.
This scrutiny was not initially particularly favourable to mothers.
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The construction and experience of maternity

Ariés developed a thesis about the discovery of childhood in the
early-modern period which has exercised a powerful influence
on much subsequent writing. Childhood, he argued, was
recognized as a separate life stage only in the early-modern
period'.3 Lawrence Stone has condemned mothers along with
fathers as unloving parents. ‘Children were brutally treated,
even killed’, he wrote, and documented a horrendous picture
of parental neglect in the early-modern periodd Only in the
eighteenth century, argues Randolph Trumbach, were
aristocratic women more interested in being mothers than
wives? The most recent studies of the early-modern family are
more positive. Ralph Houlbrooke and Keith Wrightson present
a happier picture of families in early-modern times, but they do
not distinguish between mothers and fathers as parents®
Another issue recently debated is the maternal instinct: was it
inherent in all women or the product of a particular historical
period? ‘Good mothering’, according to Edward Shorter, ‘is an
invention of modernization.” He argued that in traditional
societies mothers viewed the development and happiness of
infants younger than 2 with indifference® Elizabeth Badinter
also concluded that the ‘maternal instinct’ was not a natural
one, but rather a later developmentl.3 However, other scholars,
such as Betty Travitsky and Brigitte Niestroj, date the focus on
good mothering earlier, to the Renaissance periodl.3

Of more consequence than the development of social history
for the history of motherhood has been the international
women’s movement of the 1960s and 1970s, which has raised
questions about women’s roles in society, the boundaries
between the private and the public sphere, and about the low
valuation placed on many aspects of women'’s lives. Feminists
have drawn attention to the central importance of motherhood
in their own societies, and have subjected it to various kinds of
sociological and personal analysis® The ideology of
motherhood has been discussed in terms of capitalist
oppression, which makes women seem the natural rearers as
well as bearers of children.

The women’s movement has affected the writing of history.
Writers of women'’s history initially concentrated on recovering
information about the lives of women in the past and making
them visible. This celebratory phase of women’s history was
widely criticized. Lawrence Stone, in a 1985 review, pronounced
Ten Commandments for women’s history, the first of which was
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‘Thou shalt not write about women except in relation to men
and children.Bd This, he implied, was more honoured in the
breach than in the observance. In his terms, writing about
motherhood instead of parenthood appears to be the narrowest
kind of women’s history which leaves women in a vacuum.
Furthermore, tracing the history of maternity could seem to be
like maternity itself, something which only women do. Of
fascinating interest to women, it would be of only limited
interest to men. However, Stone’s position caricatures the
objectives and practices of women’s history, and denies the
essential claim of feminist history that women have had a
separate historical experience. Just as men have a history as
fathers, distinct from the history of parents, so maternity has a
history separate from the history of the family™

Over the last 20 years, women'’s history has developed, both
in method and in scope. To focus upon women is a political
redirection: woman ceases to be the object of male study, and
becomes a subject This questions the primacy of men’s
experiences. The history of maternity, which comprises both
childbirth and female-specific child rearing, rightly focuses
primarily on women, and secondarily on men’s observations
and directives} Whether a woman mothers within or outside a
family, her experiences are affected by her society. A history of
maternity directs attention to the significant aspects of society
which influence the circumstances in which women conceive,
give birth, and rear their children. Such an analysis raises
questions about the relationship between gender and power: to
what extent was an ideology of motherhood part of the means
by which men attempted to keep women subordinate?
‘Women’s history’, the process of making women the subjects of
their own story, thus challenges existing accounts of
motherhood written from the perspective of men. It invites us
to re-examine the past and the histories which are made of it, as
part of the longer-term goal of rewriting our histories and
putting the ‘private’ experience of motherhood into the
‘public’ arena. However, the history of motherhood is not just
about men’s attempts to control women, for motherhood is also
a unique female experience. It is the purpose of this chapter to
show, first, how maternity was socially constructed in
seventeenth-century English society and, second, how women
themselves experienced maternity.



The construction and experience of maternity

II

The biological experiences of maternity -~ parturition and
lactation — were socially constructed in early-modern England,
and child rearing was defined as likewise natural to women. The
ways in which men developed an ideology of the good woman
in seventeenth-century England are reasonably familiar, but
some brief discussion is necessary here. Men had a great deal to
say about motherhood, and their medical treatises, sermons,
domestic advice books, and handbooks for justices are the
major sources to be used for an account of the ideology of
maternity™ While the focus of their attention was on mother-
hood, the underlying issue was female sexuality. Divines and
medical practitioners all shared the same assumptions: women
were the disorderly sex, and their sexuality was to be controlled
so that they bore children only within marriage, and then only
to their lawful husbands™

Medical theories were increasingly published in English
durifg the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, so that people
could understand the biological processes related to
reproduction, or ‘generation’, as it was termed™ Treatises
originally published in Latin thus became more generally
accessible. Popular medical texts were reprinted, even into the
twentieth century in the case of one work, Aristotles Maste-rpiecel.E
Most people derived their understanding of reproduction from
a mixture of medical theories, and, during the seventeenth
century, the gap between the theories of the educated élite and
those of the general populace widened. An outline of the main
theories shows how medical ‘knowledge’ gave a social meaning
to the biological process, and distinguishes social implications
of certain of these theories.

The onset of menstruation showed a women to be fertile and
was thought to be necessary for conception. After the
menarche, she developed seed in her blood and longed for sex
because she wanted to be a mother. Frustrated of her desire, she
might sicken and turn green. Men were convinced that women
were biologically driven to sexual intercourse: women ‘snatch
the seed from them’, said Lemnius in the sixteenth century, ‘as
hungry dogs do at a bone’™ They wanted to be mothers:
‘Sterility or Barrenness hath in all Ages and Countries been
esteemed a Reproach".E



